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Superstorm Sandy changed how Federal Emergency Management Agency does business.
The massive storm that wreaked havoc on the Eastern United States seaboard in October 2012 forced the agency
to seek innovative methods in responding and recovering from the event, FEMA Deputy Administrator Richard
Serino told a class Nov. 5 in the Center for Homeland Defense and Security Executive Leaders Program. He was
joined by former FEMA Chief Innovation Advisor Desiree Matel-Anderson.
"This was a tragic event that occurred but some real changes came from it," said Serino, himself an alumnus of the
ELP. "It really dramatically changed the way we do things.
While the storm prompted a multi-agency federal, state, local and tribal response, FEMA was naturally at the
forefront of response and recovery as at the peak it deployed close to 10,000 federal government personnel for
response duties as more than 23,000 people sought temporary shelter and 8.5 million were left without power.
At the storm’s onset, Serino charged Matel-Anderson with assembling, a bit on the fly, a multi-disciplinary team with
a slightly ambiguous mission – focus on survivors while overcoming regulatory hurdles.
"As the President as stated, we needed to cut out the red tape," said Matel-Anderson, echoing a phrase that found
its way to the President’s press remarks.
The team proved its worth when the Red Hook area of New York lacked bandwidth capacity for communications in
the storm’s wake. The Innovation Team worked with an existing group, the Red Hook Initiative, that had already
been working on a network in the area. FEMA partnered with that group and other volunteers to assemble a FEMA
satellite link on the roof of the Red Hook Initiative office and to install a router on the roof of a nearby business that in
sum provided greater bandwidth and linked survivors, volunteers and responders.
"This was an innovation being built on the fly that served the survivors and the agency," said Matel-Anderson.
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The agency further harnessed the power of technology with FEMA Corps, a fledgling program that provides 18- to
24-year olds with an opportunity to work in disaster preparedness, response and recovery. Superstorm Sandy was
an early test for the first round of graduates, but their youthful familiarity with technology benefitted the effort, Serino
said.
Corps members armed with iPads were working in areas that were devastated by the storm and started piloting new
ways to serve survivors that was different than past practice. The result was that residents and businesses were
able to register for assistance with the mobile devices without going to a center. And, the young response workers
could also connect survivors to shelter services in the same step.
"They were able to do it three times faster than when you use a computer or call," said Serino, who announced his
departure from FEMA in December.
In addition to innovation, FEMA is continuing its emphasis on the private sector and non-profit groups as crucial
partners in response and recovery. While Wal-Mart, Home Depot and other high-profile businesses have proved to
be reliable partners, Serino believes other sectors such as critical infrastructure and financial institutions may be
untapped resources that would contribute to FEMA’s "Whole of Community" approach.
To foster private sector participation in disaster residences and recovery FEMA established its Private Sector
Division in 2007 with the intention of facilitating greater private sector involvement. The Division later established a
virtual National Business Emergency Operations Center that boasts hundreds of members.
"The private sector is a very important part of the Whole Community approach," Serino said during a CHDS
Viewpoints podcast subsequent to his classroom presentation. "It’s going to be the private sector working with non
profits that rebuilds the community. It’s never going to be just government alone. It’s government helping the private
sector in getting back to work."
Serino also discussed The Administrator’s Intent, a document released in June outlining the agency’s policy and
planning priorities for the agency’s FY 2015-2019 budgets. The document continues emphasis on innovation and
the Whole of Community approach and lists priorities:
Be Survivor Centric in Mission and Program Delivery
Become an Expeditionary Organization
Enable Disaster Risk Reduction Nationally
Posture and Build Capability for Catastrophic Disasters
Achieve Business and Management Excellence
More information about the Administrator’s Intent may be viewed at:
http://www.fema.gov/media-library/assets/documents/31808
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